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HOOKED! 


Be  aware  of  the 
common  frauds  and 
swindles  used  by  the 
talented  con  artist . 


The  Illinois 
Department 
on  Aging 


Provided  in  cooperation  with: 

American  Association  of  Retired  Persons 
Association  of  Illinois  Senior  Centers 
Illinois  Crime  Prevention  Officers  Assoc. 
Illinois  Department  of  State  Police 


DON’T  GET  HOOKED! 


Every  year  thousands  of  people  report 
incidents  of  criminal  fraud.  And,  it  is 
estimated  that  for  each  reported  swindle 
two  more  go  unreported  because  the 
victims  are  too  embarrassed  to  ad¬ 
mit  they’ve  been  swindled.  The  Presi¬ 
dent’s  Commission  on  Law  Enforcement 
and  the  Administration  of  Justice  report 
that  twice  as  many  dollars  are  lost 
through  fraud  than  through  robbery, 
burglary,  larceny,  and  auto  theft  com¬ 
bined. 

Older  persons,  especially  people  living 
alone,  are  prime  targets  for  con  artists. 
Often  they  are  lonely  and  feel  isolated 
from  the  mainstream  of  life.  They  want 
human  contact  and  innocently  welcome 
the  swindler’s  friendly  advances. 

Though  con  artists  do  prey  on  the 
elderly,  anyone  can  be  victimized  by 
their  schemes.  Con  artists  are  essentially 
crooked  actors  who  carefully  target  their 
victims,  win  their  confidence,  manipu¬ 
late  their  emotions,  and  pressure  them  to 
act  immediately  and  secretively.  And 
remember  —  con  artists  may  not  look 
suspicious.  They  try  to  look  honest  and 
respectable  —  like  people  you  can  trust. 
That’s  why  they  usually  obtain  the  vic¬ 
tim’s  willing  cooperation. 

Your  only  defense  against  these  profes¬ 
sional  smooth  talkers  is  to  be  aware  of 
their  tactics.  Keep  your  eyes  open  —  be 
on  your  guard,  and  don’t  get  hooked! 

Some  of  the  more  common  schemes  are 
outlined  in  this  brochure,  along  with 
some  basic  “don’ts  and  dos”  that  can 
help  you  avoid  being  the  victim  of  a 
talented  con  artist. 


THE  PIGEON  DROP 


“Pigeon”  is  the  con  artist’s  word  for  a 
“sucker.”  Dating  back  400  years,  this  is 
perhaps  the  oldest  and  most  common 
swindle. 

There  are  several  variations  to  this 
scheme,  but  all  offer  the  victim  “some¬ 
thing  for  nothing.”  A  typical  scheme 
involves  two  con  artists.  The  first  con 
artist  approaches  the  victim,  engaging 
him/her  in  idle  conversation.  The  second 
con  artist  rushes  up,  excited  over  having 
just  “found”  an  envelope  containing 
$30,000.  Also  in  the  envelope  is  a  note 
stating  the  money  is  a  pay-off  on  a  big 
drug  deal.  After  debating  whether  to 
return  the  money,  the  con  artist  calls  a 
friend  who  is  an  attorney,  for  advice. 

Since  the  money  was  obtained  illegally, 
the  attorney  sees  no  reason  why  the 
three  shouldn’t  keep  it.  He  suggests, 
however,  they  wait  a  few  days  while  he 
checks  to  see  if  the  police  are  investigat¬ 
ing. 

One  of  the  imposters  then  suggests  that 
as  an  act  of  good  faith,  each  of  the  three 
put  up  $5,000.  It  is  agreed,  and  the  three 
split  up,  meeting  again  later  with  their 
money. 

During  the  second  meeting,  they  drive  to 
the  attorney’s  office.  One  of  the  con 
artists  takes  the  money  inside  and,  after 
killing  some  time  in  the  lobby,  returns  to 
say  the  attorney  wishes  to  speak  with 
each  of  them  individually.  The  victim  is 
sent  in,  and  while  he  searches  for  the 
non-existent  office,  he  realizes  he’ll 
never  see  his  money  or  his  “partners” 
again. 


BANK  EXAMINER  SCHEME 


This  scam  involves  a  con  artist  who 
•pretends  to  be  a  bank  examiner. 

The  phony  examiner  calls  the  victim  and 
explains  that  a  bank  employee  is  sus¬ 
pected  of  altering  withdrawal  slips  and 
solicits  the  victim’s  help  in  trapping  this 
guilty  employee.  The  “plan”  requires 
that  the  victim  withdraw  money  from 
the  bank.  The  cash  will  be  marked  and 
compared  to  the  withdrawal  slip.  Any 
difference  will  “prove”  the  employee 
has  altered  the  figures  on  the  with¬ 
drawal  slip  and  is  pocketing  the  extra 
money. 

After  the  victim  makes  the  withdrawal, 
the  phony  bank  examiner  arrives  at  the 
victim’s  home,  often  flashing  a  phony 
I.D.  He  then  marks  the  money  and 
returns  to  the  bank.  This  is  the  last 
anyone  sees  of  him,  or  the  money. 

Unfortunately,  once  the  money  has  been 
withdrawn  there  is  little  the  bank  or  the 
police  can  do  to  recover  it.  In  an  effort 
to  prevent  these  losses,  tellers  have  been 
instructed  to  question  people,  especially 
senior  citizens,  who  withdraw  large  sums 
of  money. 


PROPERTY  FRAUD 

Never  be  persuaded  to  buy  property 
which  you  haven’t  personally  seen. 
Authorities  report  one  case  in  which  a 
man  was  bilked  of  $30,000  by  promot¬ 
ers  who  sold  him  land  in  Florida  that 
was  underwater.  Also  try  to  get  an  idea 
of  the  price  of  nearby  property,  be  sure 
your  sales  contract  is  valid,  and  don’t  be 
rushed  into  a  major  investment. 
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HOME  INSPECTOR/REPAIR  FRAUD 

This  type  of  fraud  involves  a  con  artist 
who  offers  to  inspect  some  portion  of 
your  property. 

Common  types  of  inspection  frauds  in¬ 
clude  those  involving  furnace,  chimney, 
water  heater  or  electrical  wiring  swin¬ 
dles.  In  each  case,  the  con  artist  poses  as 
a  home  inspector  and  finds  that  major 
repairs  are  necessary  as  soon  as  possible. 
It  just  so  happens  that  the  inspector  has 
a  friend  who  can  make  the  repairs  im¬ 
mediately,  thus  avoiding  disaster  for  the 
homeowner. 

In  other  home  repair  frauds,  workmen 
“just  happen  to  be  in  your  neighbor¬ 
hood”  and  notice  a  hole  in  your  roof,  a 
broken  gutter,  a  sag  in  your  home’s 
foundation,  or  crumbling  blacktop  in  the 
driveway.  They  offer  a  bargain  price  if 
you  will  let  them  do  the  job  right 
away.  They  have  some  leftover  material 
blacktop,  paint,  drainpipe  —  with 
them.  You  are  going  to  be  charged  for 
labor  only.  This  scheme  appeals  to  our 
love  of  a  bargain. 


MEDICAL  FRAUD 

Desperation  and  hope  are  common  wea¬ 
pons  of  the  medical  quack.  According  to 
the  House  Select  Committee  on  Aging, 
60  percent  of  all  medical  quackery  is 
aimed  at  older  patients. 

Medical  frauds  include  miracle  cures  for 
cancer  and  arthritis,  wrinkle  removers, 
pain  relievers,  health  fads  and  hearing 
aid  swindles.  Consult  your  family  physi¬ 
cian  before  buying  or  trying  any  medical 
treatment,  medicine  or  health  aid. 


INSURANCE  FRAUD 


Buy  insurance  only  from  an  agent  you 
can  trust  —  in  general,  mail  order  insur¬ 
ance  should  be  avoided.  Don’t  buy  from 
an  agent  who  gives  you  the  idea  that  he 
or  she  is  from  a  government  agency  —  no 
agents  are  affiliated  with  any  govern¬ 
ment  agencies.  Compare  policies,  get  a 
medical  supplement  .policy  that  covers 
deductibles  and  copayments  that  Medi¬ 
care  doesn’t  cover  —  and  be  careful 
about  buying  policies  on  the  basis  of 
nursing  home  coverage.  Few  policies 
cover  the  custodial  care  most  seniors 
receive  in  nursing  homes. 

Call  an  attorney  or' the  Illinois  Depart¬ 
ment  of  Insurance  if  you  need  help 
deciding  what  policy  to  buy,  or  if  you 
have  been  contacted  by  an  agent  who 
used  unfair  or  dishonest  sales  practices. 


POSTAL  FRAUD 

Using  the  mail  services  for  fraudulent 
purposes  is  in  violation  of  federal  law, 
yet  each  year  Americans  lose  $398 
million  to  such  schemes.  Perhaps  one  of 
the  cruelest  swindles  preys  upon  those 
who  are  mourning  a  recent  death. 
From  death  notices,  the  con  artist 
obtains  information  about  the  deceased. 
Based  on  this,  he  sends  authentic-looking 
bills  to  the  family.  Often  these  bills  are 
paid  without  question. 

Other  common  frauds  involve  soliciting 
orders  for  non-existent  products,  chain 
letters,  unordered  merchandise,  corres¬ 
pondence  courses,  and  offers  to  trace 
family  trees.  Avoid  this  swindle  by 
verifying  all  questionable  bills  and  by 
contacting  the  Better  Business  Bureau 
before  ordering  from  an  unknown  firm. 


DON’TS  and  DOS 


DON’T: 

—  give  personal  information,  particularly 
financial  information,  about  yourself 
to  strangers. 

—  advertise  that  you  live  alone  by  the 
way  you  list  your  name  in  the  phone 
book  or  put  it  on  your  mailbox. 

—  be  fooled  by  a  trustworthy  manner  or 
by  an  official-sounding  position  of 
any  person  who  makes  an  unusual 
financial  proposition  to  you.  Check 
out  the  person  first  —  this  may 
require  calling  your  local  police 
department. 

—  be  fooled  by  credentials,  badges,  or 
uniforms. 

—  give  a  stranger  money  or  valuables 
as  a  “good  faith”  deposit  or  “proof 
of  trust.” 

—  be  taken  in  by  offers  too  good  to  be 
true. 

—  sign  anything  that  you  don’t  under¬ 
stand. 

—  be  pressured  to  act  quickly  on  any 
business  proposal. 

DO: 

—  be  suspicious  of  “officials”  supposed¬ 
ly  calling  from  government  agencies, 
banks  or  the  police.  Check  them  out. 

—  be  wary  of  strangers  with  money 
propositions  claiming  to  have  been 
referred  by  your  friends,  relatives, 
or  clergy. 

—  be  instantly  suspicious  of  “deals” 
that  require  secrecy. 

—  be  immediately  suspicious  of  “deals” 
requiring  that  you  act  immediately. 

—  take  a  few  days  to  consider  money 
propositions. 


—  consult  with  someone  you  trust  if 
asked  to  turn  over  money.  Call  a 
friend,  lawyer,  banker,  your  Better 
Business  Bureau  or  Chamber  of 
Commerce. 

—  report  to  the  police  if  you  come  close 
to  being  victimized  or  if  you  are 
actually  victimized. 

—  testify  in  court,  if  asked,  to  help 
stop  this  kind  of  crime. 


Illinois  Department  on  Aging 
421  East  Capitol  Avenue 
Springfield,  Illinois  62701 
(217)  785-3356 

Illinois  Department  on  Aging 
Suite  11-900 
State  of  Illinois  Center 
100  West  Randolph 
Chicago,  Illinois  60601 


TOLL-FREE  number: 

1-800-252-8966 


UNIVERSITY  OF  ILLINOIS-URBANA 


The  Department  on  Aging  does  not  discrimi¬ 
nate  in  admission  to,  or  treatment  of  employ¬ 
ment  in  programs  or  activities  in  compliance 
with  the  Illinois  Human  Rights  Act,  the  U.S. 
Civil  Rights  Act,  Section  504  of  the  Rehabilita¬ 
tion  Act,  as  amended,  and  the  U.S.  Constitu¬ 
tion. 
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